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Sleep disturbances and
health problems:
sleep matters
In this issue of the Journal, two papers
highlight the importance of sleep. The first
reiterates the role of obstructive sleep
apnoea in patients with hypertension and
how continuous positive airway pressure
(CPAP) therapy can improve blood
pressure.1 The second, a qualitative study
with patients and clinicians, restates the
need for practitioners to be more aware of
patients’ concerns and the impact of the
sleep problem on their lives.2
Sleep has been associated with health
problems for a long time. Classically, sleep
disturbances, particularly early morning
awakening and an inability to get off to
sleep, have been associated with anxiety
and depression. The consequences of
inadequate sleep have been associated
with lack of concentration, daytime
sleepiness, and impaired performance.
Transport authorities have long recognised
this through restrictions on heavy vehicle
drivers and airline pilots. Closer to home,
European Working Time Directives have
restricted the amount of on-call allowed,
leading to a radical shift in NHS work
patterns.
However, there can be confusion as to
what constitutes a sleep problem. One
approach is to consider two entities: first,
sleep-disordered breathing including
obstructive sleep apnoea,
hyperventilation syndrome, upper airways
resistance syndrome, and night-time
Cheyne-Stokes breathing; and secondly,
sleep disruption per se, not associated
with a breathing disorder. As GPs, we
seldom receive training to recognise
different forms of sleep disorder or to
identify interactions with other conditions.
Validated screening tools remain the
domain of sleep specialists. For as long
as undifferentiated sleep disorders are
inappropriately labelled as ‘insomnia’, we
are likely to remain oblivious to useful
interventions which might ameliorate
associated health problems.
Obstructive sleep apnoea is associated
with many health problems. It is
characterised by recurrent episodes of
cessation of respiratory airflow during
sleep caused by the collapse of the upper
airway at the pharyngeal level.3,4 It can
cause excessive daytime drowsiness,
most probably related to fragmentation of
sleep by recurrent arousals, the loss of
deeper levels of sleep, and the effect of
reduced oxygenation on cerebral
function.3
In addition to daytime drowsiness,
sleep-disordered breathing is associated
with negative metabolic effects, such as
on cardiovascular physiology, and has
been associated with cardiovascular
disease. The effect is likened as ‘modest
to moderate’ on the manifestations of
cardiovascular disease including angina,
myocardial infarction, heart failure, and
stroke.5 In patients with heart failure,
quality of life is compromised by sleep-
related disorders.6 Various mechanisms
have been mooted for the observed
association between sleep disorders and
cardiac events, especially involving
psychological depression.7 First, an as yet
unknown atherogenic pathway in which
depression leads to the development of
atherosceleric plaques.8 Secondly, by a
similar pathway, depression and/or
insomnia may accelerate pre-existing
atherosclerosis and the risk of myocardial
infarction.9 At the same time, and this is
the unresolved cause–effect conundrum
in sleep and health disorders, underlying
coronary heart disease may actually be
the cause of the depressive symptoms
and not vice versa.7
There are also recognised associations
between sleep disturbance and diabetes.
Sleep exerts a modulating effect on
glucose metabolism and the effects of
sleep disturbance have been associated
with diabetes as well as obesity.
Experimentally-induced recurrent partial
sleep restriction in healthy young adults
has been associated with marked
alterations in glucose metabolism,
including decreased glucose tolerance
and insulin sensitivity. Thus, chronic sleep
loss, whether behavioural or sleep
disorder related, may represent a risk
factor for weight gain, insulin resistance,
and type 2 diabetes.10 Equally, sleep
disturbances themselves may result from
diabetes through mechanisms related to
central control of respiration. This high
prevalence of sleep-disturbed breathing
may be a treatable risk factor for
cardiovascular disease in people with
diabetes.11
While depression and sleep disorders
have been classically linked, metabolic
factors are also important. Patients with
excessive daytime sleepiness need to be
assessed for depression as well as for
obesity, diabetes, and cardiovascular
problems, whether or not they appear to
have a sleep-disturbed breathing
problem.
On a speculative basis, sleep problems
may well be associated with a much wider
range of problems. We know relatively
little about the body’s physiological
rhythms and their impact on wellbeing
and health within the context of specific
diseases. Gastroesophageal reflux
disease (GORD) (a highly prevalent
disorder within the community with a
frequency of 25–50%12) has been
highlighted in terms of its night-time
occurrence. Night-time reflux disease
may be more associated with
complications than daytime reflux,
including an increased risk of developing
oesophagitis and respiratory
complications.12 A bidirectional
relationship between GORD and sleep
has been described whereby night-time
reflux leads to sleep deprivation and sleep
deprivation can exacerbate GORD by
enhancing perception of intra-
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oesophageal stimuli.13 Equally, while the
relationship between anxiety and
depression has been studied across a
wide range of functional problems such as
irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) and
fibromyalgia, there are relatively little data
to link these with sleep disturbances.
Nonetheless, research has revealed an
association between IBS and sleep
disturbance14,15 and an increased rate of
sleep complaints among IBS sufferers.16
One theory is that there is disordered
autonomic functioning in IBS sufferers
during rapid eye movement sleep.17
Similarly, studies associate fibromyalgia
with disturbed sleep.18 There is also
evidence associating osteoarthritis pain
with sleep disorder possibly through a
contribution to hyperalgesia and impaired
endogenous pain modulation.19 Sleep
disturbances may be a common factor in
ageing and long-term disorders and in
functional problems.
The challenge lies in learning more
about sleep problems and associations
with other health problems and how we
might usefully intervene for better
outcomes. The starting point is to take
sleep disturbances more seriously and to
assess how they impact on individual
patients. Modifying outcomes through
better management of sleep problems is
likely to be rewarding in many patients,
especially those with obstructive sleep
apnoea. The importance of sleep is
increasingly recognised in clinical
research — associations are likely to be
more important than previously
anticipated.
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